




ALTERNATIVE PROVISION AS AN EDUCATIONAL 
OPTION: UNDERSTANDING THE EXPERIENCES OF 









This is a digitised version of a dissertation submitted to the University of 
Bedfordshire.  
It is available to view only.  









































































































Abstract                            i 
Declaration                          iii 
Contents                          iv 
List of Figures                           x 
Acknowledgements                       xii 
 
 
1 Introduction ........................................................................................................... 1 
1.1 Characteristics of pupils attending alternative provision ............................... 3 
1.2 Aims and objectives ....................................................................................... 3 
1.3 Terminology ................................................................................................... 5 
1.4 Professional interests and personal experiences ............................................ 6 
1.5 Thesis structure .............................................................................................. 9 
2 Policy and Statistics ............................................................................................ 12 
2.1 Current statutory funding framework........................................................... 12 
2.2 Framework for the use of alternative provision ........................................... 13 
2.3 Those statistically more likely to attend alternative provision ..................... 14 
2.4 The exclusion of pupils with SEN and children in local authority care ....... 18 
2.5 The funding of statistically over represented groups ................................... 19 
2.6 Rules for monitoring alternative provision .................................................. 20 
2.7 The scale of the problem and recent social trends ....................................... 22 
3 Literature review ................................................................................................. 27 
3.1 Alternative provision .................................................................................... 28 
3.1.1 The nature of practice............................................................................ 29 
3.1.2 The pupils who attend ........................................................................... 33 
3.1.3 Outcome measurements for alternative provision ................................ 34 
3.2 Schooling ..................................................................................................... 35 
3.2.1 History and the functions of schooling ................................................. 35 
3.2.2 Educational inequality and young people’s responses .......................... 39 
3.2.3 Connecting schooling and economic outcomes .................................... 45 
3.3 Progressive education and educational philosophy ..................................... 53 
3.3.1 Progressive education ........................................................................... 54 
3.3.2 A robust educational philosophy ........................................................... 57 
3.3.3 Emancipatory and political education ................................................... 59 
v 
 
3.4 Conclusion ................................................................................................... 61 
4 Methodology ....................................................................................................... 62 
4.1 On the generation of knowledge .................................................................. 62 
4.2 Ethics, Access and Bias ............................................................................... 64 
4.2.1 Ethics ..................................................................................................... 64 
4.2.2 Access ................................................................................................... 65 
4.2.3 Bias ........................................................................................................ 67 
4.3 The context: alternative provision in the county .......................................... 69 
4.4 The field work .............................................................................................. 71 
4.4.1 Stage one – the survey........................................................................... 71 
4.4.2 Stage two – Interviews with young adults ............................................ 78 
4.4.3 The interviewees ................................................................................... 82 
4.4.4 Stage three – further (re)interviews with key informants ..................... 87 
4.5 Analysis ........................................................................................................ 90 
4.5.1 Rationale ............................................................................................... 93 
4.5.2 Undertaking the analysis ....................................................................... 95 
4.6 Conclusion ................................................................................................. 102 
5 Theory ............................................................................................................... 103 
5.1 Structure and Agency and Bourdieu’s field theory .................................... 103 
5.2 Field ........................................................................................................... 104 
5.3 Habitus ....................................................................................................... 105 
5.4 Capital ........................................................................................................ 108 
5.4.1 Economic capital ................................................................................. 108 
5.4.2 Social Capital ...................................................................................... 109 
5.4.3 Cultural Capital ................................................................................... 109 
5.5 The field of power ...................................................................................... 111 
5.6 The medium is the message – Connecting theory and research ................. 112 
6 Findings: mainstream and alternative provision schooling as fields ................ 116 
6.1 The systemic nature of mainstream schooling ........................................... 116 
6.1.1 The views of alternative education head teachers ............................... 116 
6.1.2 The views of young people ................................................................. 122 
6.2 Alternative provision and mainstream schooling as fields ........................ 125 
6.2.1 Field: mainstream ................................................................................ 125 
6.2.2 Field: alternative provision ................................................................. 126 
6.2.3 Habitus: mainstream ........................................................................... 128 
vi 
 
6.2.4 Habitus: alternative provision ............................................................. 130 
6.2.5 Capital(s) in mainstream ..................................................................... 133 
6.2.6 Capital(s) in alternative provision ....................................................... 134 
6.3 Alternative provision and mainstream schooling, a comparison ............... 135 
6.3.1 ‘They have 1000 other pupils to think about’ ..................................... 136 
6.3.2 ‘It’s a bit closer, you can work out the weak links’ ............................ 138 
6.3.3 ‘Kids aren’t robots’ ............................................................................. 139 
6.3.4 ‘amazing how much time all of them will give’ ................................. 142 
6.3.5 ‘they would pass the matter on’ .......................................................... 146 
6.3.6 ‘everyone is fully involved in decision making’ ................................. 146 
6.3.7 ‘expensive but very successful’ .......................................................... 147 
6.3.8 ‘But then that shut down’ .................................................................... 148 
6.3.9 ‘I don’t really think they listen as much as they should’ .................... 149 
6.3.10 ‘humour and cajoling ’ ...................................................................... 152 
6.3.11 ‘the priority’ ...................................................................................... 160 
6.3.12 ‘they get their results by the people’ ................................................. 161 
6.3.13 ‘I’ve heard about you’ ....................................................................... 165 
6.3.14 ‘they would get to the root of the problem’ ...................................... 166 
6.3.15 ‘they can get quite annoyed’ ............................................................. 167 
6.3.16 ‘I never once felt trapped’ ................................................................. 169 
6.3.17 ‘there is no freedom’ ......................................................................... 174 
6.3.18 ‘they got me doing what I wanted to do’ .......................................... 178 
6.3.19 ‘I kind of felt education failed me’ ................................................... 181 
6.3.20 ‘they all had their little chats’............................................................ 182 
6.3.21 ‘It sort of changed my way of thinking’............................................ 183 
6.4 Conclusion – leading into second section of findings ................................ 190 
7 Findings: types of experiences of pupils who don’t fit ..................................... 191 
7.1 The development of a model of pupil experience types ............................ 191 
7.2 Connecting the model with the field of mainstream schooling.................. 192 
7.2.1 Hybridisation ....................................................................................... 193 
7.3 The model................................................................................................... 196 
7.3.1 Stress type experiences ....................................................................... 199 
7.3.2 Bullied ................................................................................................. 203 
7.3.3 SEND .................................................................................................. 206 
7.3.4 Difficulties with authority ................................................................... 211 
vii 
 
7.3.5 Systemic fault ...................................................................................... 215 
7.4 Conclusion and summary. .......................................................................... 217 
8 Findings: trajectories of success........................................................................ 219 
8.1 Stability ...................................................................................................... 220 
8.2 Relationships .............................................................................................. 222 
8.3 Confidence ................................................................................................. 224 
8.4 Sociability .................................................................................................. 227 
8.5 (Self) awareness ......................................................................................... 230 
8.6 Education ................................................................................................... 232 
8.7 Calming influence ...................................................................................... 236 
8.8 Motivational influence ............................................................................... 239 
8.9 Aspiration ................................................................................................... 243 
8.10 Connecting pupil experience types to influences ..................................... 244 
8.10.1 Stress type experiences influenced in stability and relationships ..... 246 
8.10.2 Bullied type experiences influenced in confidence and sociability .. 247 
8.10.3 Needs type experiences influenced in education and calming and at 
times (self) awareness and sociability .......................................................... 247 
8.10.4 Difficulties with authority type experiences influenced in calming and 
motivation .................................................................................................... 248 
8.10.5 Final reflections on the types of experience and influences model .. 249 
8.11 Life beyond AP – drivers of change post alternative provision ............... 251 
8.11.1 A turning point in a longer story ....................................................... 251 
8.12 Final conclusions about findings .............................................................. 252 
9 Recommendations and Conclusion ................................................................... 254 
9.1 Alternative providers .................................................................................. 255 
9.2 Mainstream schools .................................................................................... 259 
9.3 Local authorities ......................................................................................... 263 
9.4 Central government .................................................................................... 265 
9.5 Researchers ................................................................................................ 268 
9.5.1 Findings in this research ..................................................................... 268 
9.5.2 Wider research gaps ............................................................................ 270 
9.6 Conclusion ................................................................................................. 271 
Bibliography ......................................................................................................... 272 
Appendix 1: timeline examples ............................................................................ 292 








                  Page no. 














Figure 2.6  Exclusion of pupils with SEN        18 
 
Figure 2.7  Exclusion of children in care        18 
 
Figure 2.8  Permanent exclusion 1997 – 2011      22 
 










                  Page no. 
Figure 4.1  Fixed period exclusions        70 
 
Figure 4.2  Permanent Exclusions         71 
 
Figure 4.3  Stage one research process        72 
 
Figure 4.4  Stage two research process        79 
 






Figure 4.7  Stage three research process       87 
 
Figure 4.8  Analysis process          91 
 
Figure 4.9  Table format used in analysis       98 
 
Figure 6.1  Subjects most frequently taught       118 
 




Figure 7.2  Types of experience table        195‐197 
 
























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































  Traveller of Irish heritage  Gypsy/ Roma  Black Caribbean  Black African 
State funded secondary  0.03%  0.20%  1.40%  2.90% 
PRUs  0.30%  0.70%  3.80%  2.70% 





































































2011/12     Pupils excluded  Pupils total  Excluded % 
         





  3,400 (66%)  1,392,215 (17.0%)  0.24% 
With SEN (with 
statement) 
  380 (7%)  226,125 (2.8%)  0.17% 
         






2008/09    Pupils excluded  Pupils total  Pupils excluded of pupils 
total and % 






  100 (1.53%)  42,950 (0.53%)  0.23% 
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2010 – 11    2011 – 12    2012 – 13 





























ENGLAND    271,980  8.40   252,210 7.85   215,560  6.75
Region     29,710  7.71   29,520 7.76   21,720  5.76
LA3    674  4.60   788 5.37   544  3.71
LA2    1,467  6.71   1,367 6.35   1,127  5.27




























































ENGLAND     4,370  0.13   4,390 0.14   3,900  0.12
Region     450  0.12   490 0.13   310  0.08
LA3    31  0.21   34 0.23   17  0.12
LA2  69  0.32   66 0.31   46  0.21









































































































































































































































































































































































































































Name  In care  SEN  P.Ex.  Bullied  CAMHS   Carer  Assessed Pupil 
Experience Type 
Emily  Yes    Yes        Stress 
Josh        Yes  Yes    Bullied 




Yes          Motivation / Stress





Yes  Yes        Motivation / Needs
Jenny        Yes  Yes    Bullied 
Sam      Yes        Motivation (Needs, 
concentration) 




Nadia  Yes    Yes  Yes      Stress 
Jeremy  Left home ~17  Yes  Yes        Needs / Stress / 
Motivation 
Ed  Yes  Yes    Yes      Stress / Needs 
(Bullying) 
Ollie        Yes      Bullying / Stress
James  Yes      Yes      Stress / Motivation / 
Bullying 
Charlotte              Other, system fault
Paul      Yes  Some      Motivation / Stress
Phil  Lived with 
Nan 
Yes  Yes        Motivation / Needs























































Carl  Yes         
Dean  Yes    Yes     




Jenny  Yes    Yes     
Sam  Yes    Yes  Yes   
John  Yes         
Nadia    Yes – Uni  Yes  Yes   
Jeremy  Yes    Yes     
Ed      Yes    Yes 
Ollie  Previously    Yes    Yes 
James  Previously  Yes – 16+ provider       
Charlotte    Yes – College       
Paul  Previously         
Phil  Previously         








































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Dean  x    x  x   
Jeremy  x    x     
Charlotte        ~  x 
Liz    x       
Ed  x  x  x     
Paul    ~  ~  ~  ? 
Kim    x  x     
Nadia  x  ~    x   
Lucy      x  x   
Emily  x         
Jenny    x      ? 
Ollie    x      ? 
James      x  x   
Phil  x  ~    x   
John  x    x  x   
Josh    x       
Carl    x       































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































- Where you live  ‐ Who you live with  ‐ Family situation 
 
 Going to alternative provision: 
- Why did you go to AP? 
 educational history – primary and secondary school 
 how well the young adult got on with teachers/other 
young people 
 experience of learning 
- Where did you go? 
 Did you understand why you had to go 
 how did you feel about going 
- How long were you there? 
- What was it like? 
 how was it different/the same to previous schooling? 
- Do you remember what the average day was like? 
- What were the staff like? 
 did you get on with any particular teachers? 
 If there were some you liked, what was good about them 
 what were the problems with those you didn’t like 
 any examples of good/bad teaching 
- How did you feel about the lessons there? 
 curriculum/ability to take qualifications and whether they 
did any/lessons liked/disliked and why 
 access to extra‐curricular activities 
 What did you learn at AP and what has been useful? 
- How did the AP prepare you for moving on – reintegration into 
another school or college/careers advice etc 
 
 What have you done since leaving: 
- What happened next 
 further courses or education? 
 did the AP you were at or someone else help with this? 
 Did you keep in touch with the AP? 
15 
 
- Have you worked? – formally, informally?... 
- Hobbies / Experiences? 
 What did you do in you free time while you were at AP 
 has this changed since then? How? 
 
 Where are you now, what are you doing? 
- Has AP influenced this in any way 
- What do you remember about AP – is there anything you still 
think about from that time in your life? 
- Did AP give you skills for any employment you have had?  What 
were these? 
 
 Would you recommend AP for a pupil (adapt to use family situation) 
struggling in mainstream?  Why? 
 
 If your AP head was here what would you say to them?  How could they 
make AP better 
 
 If you were talking to some pupils about to attend AP, what advice would 
you give them about how to get the most out of it? 
 
 If parenthood, did AP help prepare you for this in any way? 
- How would you support your children at school? 
- How would you feel / what would you think if they went to AP 
 
 Do you feel you experience at AP changed you as a person 
 
 Do you think your time at AP changed the course of your life in any way? 
 
 Do you think AP is a good thing or should mainstream school change so 
that all pupils can go there? 
 
 What could mainstream learn from AP? 
 
 If your old mainstream head was here 
- what advice would you give them about using AP 
- about what they could learn from AP? 
 
   
16 
 
Appendix 5: Outline interview structure used when re‐interviewing 
young adults 
 
How have you been since we met last? 
Has anything changed for you? 
[Space for any questions which have developed after reflecting on their 
interview] 
 
 
 
 
So, I would like to share some of my thoughts about types of pupils who end up 
in alternative provision settings and what successful practice looks like with 
them. 
Before I show you a model I have developed, I would like to ask if you think a 
basic difference between mainstream and alternative provision schooling is that 
the mark of success in mainstream is academic achievement whereas in 
alternative provision it is relationships.  Would you recognise that from your 
experience? 
 
Show the model: 
 Do you recognise these types? 
 Do any of them resonate with your personal experience, perhaps 
just one or maybe a combination? 
o If a combination can you say whether one is primary for 
you? 
 Can you name people who were in alternative provision with you 
who were the other types? 
 Is any type missing? 
 
 
 
If this was all I said at the end of my research would there be any glaring holes? 
Is there anything that in your opinion is important but not captured by this model 
and the idea of success in alternative provision broadly being about relationships 
whereas in mainstream it is about academic success? 
 
   
17 
 
Appendix 6: Outline interview structure when interviewing 
professionals working with pupils before and after alternative 
provision 
Explain research, nature of alternative provision schooling and its effect on those 
who attend, have also begun thinking about types/characteristics of pupils who 
attend, with this in mind: 
 Can you tell me about what you do and how you do it? – what are your 
aims, what are you trying to achieve? 
 Can you tell me about the effect what you do has on those who you work 
with? 
 Can you tell me about any types of pupils/young people who you work 
with? 
 
So, I would like to share some of my thoughts about types of pupils who end up 
in alternative provision settings and what successful practice looks like with 
them. 
Before I show you a model I have developed, I would like to ask if you think a 
basic difference between mainstream and alternative provision schooling is that 
the mark of success in mainstream is academic achievement whereas in 
alternative provision it is relationships.  Would you recognise that from your 
experience? 
 
Show the model: 
 Do you recognise these types? 
 Do you see them as singular or found in combination? 
o If in combination would you say one tends to be primary? 
 Can you name pupils/young people who are/were in with you who 
were these types? 
 Is any type missing? 
 
 
If this was all I said at the end of my research would there be any glaring holes? 
Is there anything that in your opinion is important but not captured by this model 
and the idea of success in alternative provision broadly being about relationships 
whereas in mainstream it is about academic success? 
   
18 
 
Appendix 7: Model used in conjunction with appendices 5 and 6 
 
 
